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“There are only two lasting bequests we can hope to give our children. One of these is roots; the other, wings.”


—Hodding Carter





















Author’s Note







With few exceptions, the parentless parents I interviewed for this book allowed me to use their real names, and for that I am exceptionally grateful. In cases where details were deemed too private, I gladly agreed to change identifying facts to ensure anonymity.
























Introduction







My dad all but predicted I would crumble after he died. For years after my mother passed away from ovarian cancer, he and I would meet for lunch in New York City. We both worked in midtown Manhattan and loved getting together, alone. No stepmother. No son-in-law. Just us. We called them “dates,” and he was the perfect companion: great at conversation, always interested in what I had to say, and he would never let me pay. Once when I was two months pregnant and craving spicy food, he suggested we eat Mexican. After we left the restaurant, he took my hand into his thick, calloused palm and we began walking in the direction of his office. When we got to the corner and were waiting to cross the street, he mentioned something that seemed so innocuous at the time that I barely paid it any attention. In fact, I remember shrugging it off. He said, “You better be okay when I die. Because it will happen.”


My father was trying to be helpful, I’m sure. To brace me for the inevitable: that one day I would be parentless. But hadn’t I been all right since Mom passed away? I had gotten married, was expecting a baby, and had a great job. I loved my mother and missed her completely, but I assured my dad (convinced myself?) that I was fine. But my dad was prophetic. Two years after that conversation, he, too, was dead. And to be truthful, I wasn’t okay. I was devastated.


My dad had an energy that filled rooms. His ego was even bigger. So when he was diagnosed with lung cancer, his rapid deterioration was all the harder to watch. His world, which had been full of business trips to Moscow and tickets to the latest museum exhibitions and cultural events, shrunk almost immediately to a footpath between his apartment and his doctor’s office. The disease not only sucked the life out of him, it drained it out of me, too. I had seen this show before and knew how it ended. My sadness more than doubled. It was worse because since my mom had died, I’d become a mother myself. I not only mourned my father, but also grieved the loss of him as a grandfather. And Jake, at eighteen months, would never remember him. He never even met my mother. I had become a parentless parent.


Since then, and with the birth of my daughter, I have learned that so much of what parentless parents miss is irreplaceable. My husband, Mark, is affectionate and loving, and his parents are warm and giving—but it’s not the same. No matter how supportive our spouses and in-laws, no matter how deep our bench of babysitters, no matter how many parenting books and magazines we read, nobody can fill the void our mothers and fathers left behind. Our parents can’t pass on family traditions. Our parents can’t share stories about living relatives or ancestors. And they can’t tell us what we really need to know as parents—how we behaved at certain ages and stages. If we had even one parent, there’d at least be the possibility that some of that information could be passed along directly.


Holidays are particularly difficult. My parents divorced when I was six, and my brother, Jay, and I always had two Thanksgiving dinners. Mom and Dad would alternate who got us on Thursday night and who would host Thanksgiving—again—over the weekend. Every year I ate turkey, stuffing, and pumpkin pie in duplicate. The year my father died, my brother decided to host Thanksgiving, and as my husband and I barreled toward Pennsylvania with Jake snapped into his car seat behind us, I had trouble even faking a smile. I didn’t feel old enough to be a parent without parents. For thirty-one years, I had been the one taken care of. I had been the child. I was good at being the daughter.


By the time our car rolled into my brother’s pebbled driveway, I couldn’t wait to get out and hug him. I hoped he would hold me, knowingly, lovingly, perhaps the way my parents would have, if they were still alive. Jay was standing in front of the house waiting to greet us. As soon as I saw him, though, I felt worse. His freckled arms were outstretched and raised high in anticipation of good times ahead. A smile ballooned across his face. I pretended not to see him and bent down underneath the glove compartment, gathering imaginary belongings that had fallen out of my bag. I stayed there so long I felt blood pooling in my forehead and cheeks.


Oblivious to my charade, Mark got out of the car, took Jake from the backseat, and started walking to the house. I hoped their arrival would keep everyone busy so I could be left alone just a little longer. But I saw my brother coming. I steeled myself, opened the door, and reached out to him. But my arms were lower than his, and our hug was mismatched and awkward. I was prepared for a comforting embrace, the kind you give someone at a memorial service, but he seemed ready to celebrate.


It has taken me years to understand and accept that my brother and I mourn differently. Sometimes in the past, it has made me feel like an only child. In January and September, on the anniversaries of our parents’ deaths, I always call him seeking solace and connection. My calls are almost always met with surprise.


Everything inside the house looked and smelled fantastic. My sister-in-law, Randi, had a pot of apple cider on the stove, and her parents were sitting with Cheryl, my stepmother, and Cheryl’s two sisters, in the family room. They were having fun watching Jake and his older redheaded cousin, Dexter, play with Thomas the Tank Engine on the floor. A collection of unlit candles had been arranged in the center of the dining room table and twelve places were set, ready for dinner.


Except for me, everyone seemed relaxed and normal. My dad and brother’s favorite Charlie Mingus CD was playing and we were all talking and laughing. But all that normalcy made me feel unsettled, lonely, and sick. This was Randi’s family. These were Cheryl’s sisters. Jay was there, but our family was gone.


I went through all the motions of happy; I smiled in all the right places and laughed at all the right times and pretended to be interested in the cheddar cheese and crackers on the kitchen counter. Part of me wanted to call attention to myself and be comforted, but mainly I just wanted to show our son a good time.


When we finally sat down to dinner, I had no appetite. I had been stuffing my emotions down my throat all day and was full. Throughout the meal, I tried to participate in various conversations but found myself unable to take my eyes off my nephew Dexter and his grandmother. I stared at her as she wiped cranberry sauce off his cheek, and then I looked at Jake in his high chair, face splattered with gravy, mashing turkey with a fork. My mother would never be able to show such affection to her grandson.


Rationally, seeing that scene unfold shouldn’t have mattered. But my emotions resulted from the same jealous ache I felt watching my in-laws hold Jake’s hand or give him a bath. And though my stepmother, Cheryl, was loving with Jake, I had trouble allowing her to fill that role. Cheryl had been the “other woman.” When I felt my eyes filling with tears, I excused myself from the table and walked toward the bathroom in my brother’s bedroom, far from the main event, thinking it would be the safest, most private place to get myself together.


I never quite got there. Outside the bathroom was my brother’s walk-in closet. At first, I just stopped in the doorway, glancing inside at nothing in particular. Then I was pulled in. I remember raking a group of hangers to the side and standing there, unable to move, looking at a flannel shirt that I was sure had belonged to my dad. The last time I had seen him wear it was the year before, when he and I took Jake to the Metropolitan Museum of Art for the first time. The excursion was my dad’s idea. His six-month-old grandson would learn about art and he would be the teacher.


The shirt was a fabric memorial. I had to touch it. Bring it to my nose and inhale it. I began to cry and then dissolved into full-blown tears and, soon, sobs. How could I possibly make up for all the lessons my parents would have taught?


I hid in the closet with all of my inadequacies. The job of being a parentless parent was just too hard; I couldn’t teach myself everything a mother needed to know and offer Jake the kind of special relationship his grandparents—the two from my side of the family—would have provided.


My arms didn’t feel strong enough to bridge three generations.


It has been nearly ten years since my father died, and each day has brought new challenges and rewards. After my mother passed away, I learned that time lessens the pain. But as a mother of two growing children, I am constantly reminded that no matter how much I miss my parents, their absence doesn’t just affect me. Because my children never got to know my parents, the void is also theirs. How much richer would their lives have been if my parents were alive? Would they be sprouting into different people?


Loss is always difficult, but I have found that talking with other people who share similar experiences helps. That’s what I discovered when I wrote Always Too Soon: Voices of Support for Those Who Have Lost Both Parents —a collection of interviews with men and women who had also experienced the death of their second parent. After it was published, I was gratified when readers would tell me they felt better and less alone after finishing it. But I was surprised to learn what they felt I should have spent more time addressing.


Men and women wanted to discuss what it was like to be a parent without parents. These parentless parents told me how lonely they felt because so many of their friends still have one, if not both, parents. And they told me how few places they had to turn to for support; most of their spouses hadn’t been through such a loss. It was because of this response that I helped organize the first Parentless Parents support group. There are now Parentless Parents chapters forming in California, Florida, Michigan, New Jersey, New York, Oregon, Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, and Washington, D.C. After talking with men and women in these groups, I knew this book needed to be written.


The number of parentless parents in America is increasing. According to the U.S. Census Bureau, the age at which1 men and women enter their first marriage is the highest it’s been since the government began keeping records in 1890—for men, the median age is twenty-eight; for women it’s twenty-six. In addition, according to the National Center for Health Statistics, a division of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, the average age for a woman2 to have her first child is now twenty-five—also a historic high. These statistics by themselves point to an interesting trend, but as I dug into the numbers further I was convinced that an even bigger shift was taking place.


I took my hunch to Kenneth Land, a director at the Duke Population Research Institute at Duke University and editor of the scientific journal Demography, who assured me, after crunching the same figures on my behalf, that I was correct. Life expectancy, while also on the rise, isn’t growing fast enough to guarantee the children born to these parents will have more time with their grandparents. “That increase is by no means dramatic enough to overshadow the importance of the increasing age at first birth. A significant population of children born to these women will have fewer years with their grandparents.”


What this means is that our assumptions about grandparents being around longer than ever before—because they’re living longer, after all—are simply inaccurate. For the first time in U.S. history, millions of children (and their parents) are actually vulnerable to having less time with their grandparents than more. Between 1970 and 20073, the average age for a woman to have her first child rose 3.6 years4. During the same period, life expectancy for a sixty-five-year-old5 increased 3.4 years. While that doesn’t seem earth-shattering on its own, consider another trend. According to the latest government statistics, while women overall are having fewer babies6, mothers between forty and fifty-four are having more. The increasing age of motherhood underscores a dramatic shift that’s been taking shape for decades. In 1972, approximately 180,0007 children were born to mothers thirty-five and older. By 2008, that number8 had more than tripled to 603,113, a 235 percent increase, a jump so significant it can’t be explained away by increasing population size. Unquestionably a revolution is happening in the way generations are connected in America.


Despite this, I wasn’t able to find a single book or study that exclusively investigated how being parentless—regardless of age at time of loss and independent of gender—impacts parenting. Moreover, parentless parents have never been examined as a distinct demographic. The Roper Center for Public Opinion Research tracks virtually every public opinion survey conducted since the 1930s, and its archives contain data on how the public feels about seemingly every field of research: politics, education, health care, and various social issues, such as abortion and poverty. It also has a clearinghouse of information about our evolving views on work, family, and raising children. But when I asked about any data they’ve collected about being a parent without both parents, the Roper Center told me no survey had ever been done.


“The subject has not been studied fully in professional circles, and it should be,” says Dr. Molly Poag, clinical associate professor of psychiatry at NYU School of Medicine and former chairman of the Department of Psychiatry at Lenox Hill Hospital in New York City. “I see more and more older patients coming in who are dealing with being parents while their own moms and dads are dying or already dead. It’s clear to me that this subject deserves attention.”


To counter this vacuum, I used every tool at a journalist’s disposal. I conducted dozens of in-person interviews and many more on the phone. I led focus groups in Los Angeles and New York and launched the Parentless Parents Survey, the first of its kind, which received nearly thirteen hundred responses from across the United States and a dozen countries.


As I listened to these conversations and tallied the data, what surprised me most was how intensely felt certain subjects and challenges turned out to be—no matter when a parentless parent lost his or her own parents. For example, even with big families and devoted spouses, the majority of parentless parents felt isolated. Fifty-seven percent9 of respondents reported not having had enough support when their children were young, and approximately 69 percent10 said their friends, the ones with living parents, truly didn’t understand what it’s like to be a parent without parents. Nearly 70 percent11 said they felt jealous when they saw other children with their grandparents.


Also unexpected was how often this sense of isolation spilled over into marriages. Parentless parents said they received nearly double the amount12 of emotional support from friends who had also lost parents (82 percent) than from their own husbands and wives (42 percent). In addition, more respondents indicated their spouses13 didn’t understand what they were going through (48 percent), than did (42 percent). Moreover, since the majority of respondents14 had spouses with one or two living parents, an uneven balance of power often develops within these relationships. A major cause of tension is the lopsided presence of grandparents. Nearly 30 percent of15 respondents resented the disproportionate influence their in-laws had over their children.


These findings were striking, yet oddly comforting. Through the anonymous click of a mouse, thousands of parentless parents told me they often grappled with the same issues I did. There’s validation in numbers.


As these and other patterns began to emerge, I sought the analysis of experts in various fields, including parenting, psychology, marriage, and grief counseling. I also went to the library to read. My goal was to incorporate what had already been written about double parent loss and parenthood (very little) and use that material to augment my findings.


I set out to explore the issues and challenges facing mothers and fathers who have lost both parents due only to death. This targeted approach upset a number of people who tried to take the Parentless Parents Survey, but were prohibited from doing so. “Hi Allison,” a mom named Betsy emailed me, “I feel there is a whole segment of people you are not recognizing. My mother passed away when I was 18 from breast cancer. My father is still alive but has not been a part of my life for over 15 years due to his mental illness. This kind of loss can make parenting even more difficult.” And from another parent: “I don’t even know where to begin. I wound up at your Parentless Parents Survey, eager to participate, and was basically told I’m not parentless enough. Being dismissed by your survey felt like a punch in the gut.”


There are certainly many reasons other than death to be without parents. But every study must work within boundaries, and as I got deeper into this subject I became more and more convinced that having both parents no longer living is a very specific experience. And the majority of emails I received supported this focus—like this one: “I feel like you tapped right into my life, my heart and my soul. It is comforting to know that at least one other person in the world has gone through similar tragedies and has some understanding of what I deal with on a daily basis.”


Certainly, not all parentless parents share the same background or outlook, and undoubtedly many parents will identify with the stories presented here even if one or both of their parents are living. We are a complex and multilayered group, and our choices and parenting styles are informed by more than our losses. It is my hope that from reading these pages you will learn what links us—how being parentless not only shapes the way we raise our children, but how we relate to those around us and, ultimately, how we see ourselves.
























Chapter 1
 Early Parenthood







“I definitely felt like I was operating without a safety net. Without my mom and dad, I found myself awash in doubt and anxiety.”


“I don’t know anyone else who has given birth without parents by their side. It can make you feel alienated very quickly.”


“No matter how many times I read up on parenting a newborn, I just didn’t feel like I knew what was going on with my baby.”


—from the Parentless Parents Survey


By the time my doctor arrived, I was already six centimeters dilated and fighting to keep the contraction monitor strapped around my enormous belly. The band wouldn’t stay where the nurse wanted it, and she was annoyed that she couldn’t get the proper readings off the machine behind me. I tried my best to hold the band in place, but every two minutes a wave of excruciating pain made it impossible and I’d let go of the monitor and seize the arms of the chair I was sitting in instead. My knuckles turned an elephant skin of pink and white. There’d be no time for anesthesia. No epidural. “You’re progressing too quickly,” the nurse told me. “Even if we could get an anesthesiologist down here right now, it would be too late.”


Jake, our first, had arrived the same way nearly two and a half years earlier. Back then, in April of 2000, my husband and I left our apartment in Hoboken, New Jersey, in a downpour of rain and sped across the George Washington Bridge to New York–Presbyterian Hospital, located on the northernmost tip of Manhattan. It was midnight when I was admitted, and at 2:29 A.M. we became parents for the first time.


The swiftness of Jake’s birth shocked us. Mark had dashed out of the delivery room at about two in the morning to call my dad and let him know the baby was coming. (My father had told him to call, regardless of the hour, so he could be there as soon as his grandchild was born.) Mark left after one contraction, thinking he’d be back in time for the next, but my body was ramping up for delivery and my cervix soon stretched to nine centimeters and I started screaming. Mark heard me yelling all the way down the corridor and outside the maternity ward. “I gotta go. I hear Ali,” he recalls telling my dad. But because of security, the double metal doors had closed behind him and he was locked out. Mark pounded on them and tried to make eye contact with anyone at the nurses’ station, but nobody was at the desk. They were all with me, or so it seemed. I was hysterical. Fast deliveries are exceptionally painful. Your body doesn’t have time to gradually expand. It simply explodes. Did it hurt my mother so much having me? I wondered.


When Mark finally got back to my side, the doctor—who in my pre-birth fog looked like Kathy Bates in the movie Misery —sternly warned me, “Get control of yourself, Allison. You. Are. Wasting. Energy. Stop yelling. Focus!” It was the verbal slap in the face I needed to rechannel my energy and begin pushing.


Twenty-six months later, delivery number two was happening the same way. Every twist of this new baby’s head and shoulders made me shriek. I was later told a woman down the hall thought I was having an emergency C-section without anesthesia. But it wasn’t just the intensity of my labor that made me cry that second time. It was self-pity and anger. Even contractions couldn’t distract me from what I knew lay ahead. In the morning, Mark’s parents would be coming to the hospital to coo over their newest grandchild, and they’d be helping change Lexi’s diapers and play with Jake when we got home. But who’d be fawning over me? Even with all that support, even with my husband holding my hand, I felt completely alone.


That’s what I was thinking about when the nurse came back into my hospital room to check on me and Lexi the night after she was born. That, and how lucky I was to have a daughter. I remember musing over her name and gazing at her tiny hand wrapped gently around my index finger. Lexi, with an “L,” because my mom’s name was Lynn. Lexi, with the middle name Syd, because my dad’s name was Sidney. And then, just like that, my cheery thoughts evaporated. Yes, I had a daughter. But I didn’t have a mother. Or for that matter, a father. I let the nurse take Lexi back to the nursery until she needed to be fed again. I turned on my side, pulled the hospital sheet up to my neck, and closed my eyes.


When Jake was born, he slept in the bassinet right by my hospital bed. I felt stronger and happier because both of us had a cheerleading squad. My dad snapped one of the first pictures in Jake’s baby album. It’s a photograph of Cheryl and Grandma Bertha, my dad’s mother, peering affectionately over the bedrails at me nursing Jake. Dad took it as soon as they got to the hospital, at about three in the morning.


I missed my mom when I had Jake, but the hours after Lexi was born were different. When Mark had left for the evening to be home for Jake, my hospital room was achingly quiet. I had no middle-of-the-night visitors and I had cut myself off from my daughter on purpose. My grief eclipsed my happiness. In just a few days, Jake would need his mommy and I’d have double the amount of mothering to do. And while Mark would be right by my side, and his parents, members of my family, and our trusted babysitter would provide all kinds of support, neither of my parents would be there and that was all that seemed to matter.


The Crisis of Confidence


Many parents, even those with living mothers and fathers, find new parenthood hard. And even if they have parents to call, it doesn’t necessarily mean they want to call them or that their parents would be willing or capable of providing support. “You don’t want to presume that not having parents is a deficit. I think that’s very important to the discussion,” cautions Lois Braverman, president of the Ackerman Institute for the Family. “Yes, there are times, for some people, that not having parents to ask questions feels like a loss. On the other hand, sometimes not having a parent around means you’re not grappling with what they think you should do and you’re not meeting their disapproval.”


True as that may be, I think it misses the point. Parentless parents don’t have the option to ignore their parents or filter their remarks. Not having a choice is the reason why so many feel abandoned, deprived, and cheated. Hope Edelman, author of the landmark books Motherless Daughters and Motherless Mothers, sums up the difference from personal experience. Hope’s mother died when she was seventeen, and her father passed away when she was forty. “I have a lot of friends whose parents don’t live nearby, but they don’t have the same kind of deep feelings of loss and deprivation that those of us who’ve had parents die do,” she says. “Just the possibility that their parents could get on an airplane and be there is enough to help them feel as if they still have that kind of protection in the family.”


Parentless parents face challenges other parents don’t. When they have even one parent, new moms and dads can often rely on that remaining parent for help and guidance. When both parents are gone, there is a penetrating void. This could explain16 why 60 percent of respondents who took the Parentless Parents Survey and indicated having lost both parents before their first child was born reported being overwhelmed a lot or most of the time during the beginning years of parenthood.


Julie Hallman was fourteen months old when her mother died, and nineteen when her father had a fatal heart attack in his sleep. Her father and stepmother were on a Caribbean cruise, and he died on the ship. Julie was in college and found out when she got a phone call in her off-campus apartment.


Today Julie is the mother of twin twelve-year-old girls. I met her on a beautiful August day, at her postcard-ready South Florida home: a light beige ranch with a thick front lawn of emerald green grass and in the middle of the lawn three palm trees rising out of a manicured island of dirt, plants, and flowers. I shifted my rental car into park, gathered my notebook and digital recorder, and walked up her paved walkway to the front door. From our multiple phone conversations and emails, I imagined Julie would greet me warmly, and I was looking forward to our afternoon together.


Julie opened the front door and enthusiastically welcomed me inside. She had dirty blond hair that went past her shoulders and she was wearing a turquoise T-shirt and a pair of jeans. She looked like she was in her early thirties, but I knew from our phone conversations that she was forty-two. We exchanged small talk in the foyer and then I followed her to the kitchen to meet her daughters, Drew and Madison. A few minutes later, Julie took me to her office so we could talk in private.


The clutter of Julie’s work space revealed the busy life of a working mom. Post-it notes were tacked to the computer, and papers covered nearly every inch of the L-shaped desk. Letters, packages, and envelopes leaned against the wall, and cardboard boxes were stacked under the desk. All of this made me feel comfortable. Julie would be a straight shooter.


“I was twenty-four when I got married, and I did not have my children until I was almost thirty,” Julie told me almost as soon as we sat down. “I had a fear of having children.”


“Why were you so concerned?”


“The truth is I didn’t think I could be a good mother. I didn’t feel very maternal. I was scared. I didn’t know how to do anything with a baby. I needed to know how to hold a baby, how to feed a baby, how to burp a baby.”


Julie’s lack of confidence also affected how she viewed her capabilities once she became a mom. She remembers, for example, when the girls were two or three months old and both had reflux. “One day I was sitting on the couch and I was feeding one in my arms and feeding the other in a bouncy seat. Simultaneously one started to vomit, and then the other. I was by myself, and I just started to cry. I felt like I couldn’t handle it.”


The likely reason Julie didn’t feel competent is because parenting may not be as innate as we think. We need our family. Help is required. According to Charles Snowdon, a professor of psychology at the University of Wisconsin-Madison, believing that parenting skills are somehow acquired automatically and that new mothers and fathers know what to do instinctively is entirely misguided.


Snowdon came to this conclusion after spending thirty years studying the child-rearing habits of monkeys. With grants from the National Institute of Mental Health, he focused his research on two specific species—marmosets and tamarins—because, unlike gorillas and chimpanzees, they raise their young in groups nearly identical to human families.


At the height of his investigation, Professor Snowdon and his small, one-pound monkeys took over approximately seventeen hundred square feet on the top floor of the University of Wisconsin Psychology Building. He began his work with eleven monkeys and observed them as they mated, gave birth, and cared for their young. When the monkeys reached the lab’s full capacity—seventy-five—Snowdon would donate some of them to zoos and educational institutions around the country and then watch the same patterns emerge again when new babies were born.


What became clear to the professor over time was how critical it was for new parents to have the support of the entire family. When new mothers and fathers didn’t receive such support, they weren’t nearly as successful as those who did. “When these new mothers were removed from the family group, they had no idea what to do,” Professor Snowdon says. “They held their babies upside down to nurse and failed to get their babies to the nipple. They also didn’t tolerate carrying their young, which is the equivalent of human beings refusing to hold their newborns. Fathers would knock them off their backs, only to have the babies run back and attempt to climb on again. These mothers and fathers simply didn’t learn what they needed to learn.”


Not having these new parenting skills literally became a matter of life and death for the baby monkeys. Without food and other necessities normally provided by both parents, they died within two to three days.


How relevant is this extreme example to humans? Surely we can learn how to parent from reading books, observing other parents, and by talking with friends and relatives. While all valid, Professor Snowdon explains, those avenues have significant limitations. “The lessons we learn from other sources may not be specific to our own situations. Our families, especially our parents, know our individual needs and can provide reassurance that what we’re doing is right. Clearly, parenting skills are not inborn. They need to be taught. Nothing can replace that intimate transfer of information.”


Our parents are our primary teachers. And our confidence is often shaken in early parenthood because it’s these key teachers we no longer have.


The Difference Between Parentless Mothers and Fathers


Since women still do more at home, the earliest stage of parenthood is usually harder on parentless mothers than fathers. In the Parentless Parents Survey, women reported significantly17 more negative emotions surrounding their pregnancies, the births of their first children, and all births thereafter. Mothers felt angrier, sadder, and more isolated than fathers, who reported feeling more optimistic, peaceful, and confident. The only time women reported being a tick happier than men was when their children entered school.


This is not so surprising. The latest data from the Families and Work Institute show that “mothers still spend18 significantly more time per workday, on average, caring for their children than fathers.” Women report taking19 on more responsibility for child care (67 percent), cooking (70 percent), and cleaning (73 percent). These findings, by the way, are for working women. Men who parent without their parents have an easier time during these early years because they don’t face the same parenting and household responsibilities women do.


Take Richard Rivera, for example. Richard, a forty-year-old father living in the Bronx, New York, lost his father three years before he became a dad; his mother died a month after his daughter, Indi, was born. Richard didn’t have his parents’ support or guidance when he became a father. But he did have something that made all the difference in the world: a wife.


Richard never truly doubted his abilities as a dad, because he knew he could rely on his wife, Cyndi, and her family. “I was really scared,” he said as we sat in his sixth-floor apartment. “But when I picked her up [from the hospital], Cyndi’s mom was with me and came back home with us.” That level of support continued months down the road. “I was just starting a new job and Cyndi wasn’t going to work. She was going to be home all the time and be the primary caretaker. I kind of just went with the flow.”


All of this is not to say that Richard doesn’t miss his parents. He wishes they could be part of Indi’s life and his life as a father. The difference, though, is that Richard doesn’t need his parents the same way parentless mothers do. He simply doesn’t grapple with the same day-to-day parenting challenges.


This disparity explains why I felt so alone when Jake and Lexi were little. Not even my brother could appreciate how dense I felt, how needy I was, and how much I ached for Mom and Dad. Mark was, and remains, an incredibly engaged dad—but I was the one who picked the kids’ pediatrician, chose their car seats, and researched nursery schools. I could never go “with the flow” as Richard Rivera did, and my brother Jay’s parenting experience was, and still is, wholly opposite of mine. While he runs his own company, my sister-in-law, Randi, stays at home and works a few hours a week teaching yoga and volunteering with children in the foster care system. Randi is the point person in my brother’s family. She decided when to start feeding Dex and Ria solids, and she was the one who went to the store to buy all the paraphernalia the kids needed. And if she had any questions along the way, Randi could just call her mom and dad. I’d joke to Mark that I wanted a wife, too.


Stepping back, I realize I could have relied more heavily on my in-laws. They were always around, but I kept them at a distance. They’d babysit and let Mark and me catch a movie, but I couldn’t bring myself to regularly ask their opinion or get their advice. Mark’s mother in particular would have been a wonderful resource, but I found fully embracing her nearly impossible. If I depended on her, it felt like I was taking away an experience that should have been my mother’s.


Immaturely, I didn’t want Marilyn to be so involved. I resented how eager she was to swoop in and take over. When she visited, it was as if my mom never existed. Pushing Marilyn away preserved what little of her I had left.


When Marilyn did come over and help, which was often, she was remarkable. She’d run the dishwasher without being prompted, make dinner from whatever I had in the fridge, and enthusiastically play with Jake so I could focus on Lexi. Unquestionably, she made my life easier as a new mom. But accepting all that help was complicated. And it was never enough.


Marilyn could substitute for my mother only so far. She’d show me how to change diapers and boil bottles, but she couldn’t tell me what I really wanted to know—What was I like as a baby? She couldn’t share the story of my birth or recount how old I was when I started eating solid foods. And with all the questions I had when Jake and Lexi were small, seeing her with my children just reminded me of what I was missing even more.


Without my parents, so much that I needed as a new mother was lost forever.
























Chapter 2
 The “I” Factor







“I miss not being able to ask them questions about my childhood to compare them with my daughter’s experiences.”


“Each milestone—first smile, first giggle, walking, talking—everything has something missing because you can’t share it with the two people who birthed you and raised you.”


“I feel like I don’t have enough support and yet I have to perform and behave just like my friends who have tons of parental support. It is overwhelming.”


—from the Parentless Parents Survey


When I was eighteen weeks pregnant with Lexi, I had an abnormal ultrasound. My obstetrician told us flatly, “The lateral ventricles of the brain appear dilated. If you’d consider terminating the pregnancy, you should see a specialist.” The fear was Down syndrome.


We needed to wait three weeks for that appointment—until the baby grew a little bigger and the brain could be more easily analyzed under a different, more powerful machine.


At night, Mark would update his parents and reach out to them for consolation. I’d call my brother, stepmother, my aunt Ronnie (my mother’s sister) in New Mexico, and while they’d all listen attentively, I couldn’t help feeling an invisible clock ticking away the minutes when we were on the phone. They weren’t my parents and I wasn’t their daughter.


The expert we were advised to see was a high-risk obstetrician specializing in fetal abnormalities and diagnosis. The procedure began like any other sonogram—by the doctor squeezing a mound of that cold, clear ultrasound jelly onto my belly. Mark and I gripped hands. When the exam was done a few minutes later, the doctor pronounced, “Everything looks fine. To be safe, you may want to consider having an amnio. Then you’d know for sure.”


The amniocentesis was scheduled for the following week, and during those seven long days I felt completely battered. It had been five months since my dad died, and I was worn out from missing him, exhausted from worrying about the baby, and I longed even more for my mother.


The amnio was performed on schedule and without incident. Mark and I were told everything was fine. And the baby was a girl. A girl! I was overjoyed that the baby was healthy, of course, but I was also elated because I felt like I was getting part of my mother back. Since she died, I had yearned to have that special mother-daughter connection again. So when I was getting ready to go to bed that night, I took out the pregnancy book I’d been keeping on my bedside table and filled in the section, “The things I am looking forward to as a mother.” I wrote, “Because I know you’re a girl, I can’t wait to do a ton of mommy/daughter stuff… and I can’t wait to dress you in fun girly clothes. All I can do is think pink!”


This story, while it had a happy ending, was a sobering experience for me. Mark and I both had support from our families during those terrifying weeks, but he alone had something else. His mom offered Mark encouragement with stories from her own pregnancies. And his father provided his own brand of solace by recounting how healthy Mark was when he was born, despite the nervousness he too, had felt as an expectant parent. All of this gave Mark peace—the kind I never had.


Did my parents face a similar scare when they had me? Did my mom ever consider having an abortion? I never got the answers. My brother, only two and a half years older than me, couldn’t be very helpful, and the times I asked Aunt Ronnie, she didn’t know for sure. My questions echoed on and on. In many ways, I felt like an adopted child. Without that same direct tie to my past, I felt entirely unmoored and off balance.


This is the “I” Factor. “I” stands for irreplaceable, which correctly describes so many of our losses.


A Severed Link to Your Past


For a great number of parentless parents, the unease experienced during these early years stems from not having access to their own developmental histories. That living connection to their childhood—which frayed with the death of their first parent—becomes completely severed with the death of the second. Here’s how one respondent summarized the experience in the Parentless Parents Survey: “After Sophie was born, not one day has gone by that I haven’t wanted to talk to my parents and ask if I did that at that age. How old was I when I sat up, crawled for the first time, walked for the first time? All of these milestones are suddenly so important.”


Another parent wrote that the most important issue facing her as a parentless parent was “not having any memory of my childhood.”


Hilari Graff lives just outside New York City and lost both of her parents by the time she was twenty-seven—before she was married and had her two children. “To this day,” she told me in her living room, as her three-year-old son, Alex, played enthusiastically with wooden blocks nearby, “there are so many questions I wish I could ask—because I read a lot of books and I do talk to people—but sometimes you want to know about your own childhood to see where there are similarities. Did I do something that my kids do now? I just want to know more about what I was like.”


“Or even when you got your first tooth,” I said empathetically.


“Exactly,” Hilari said. “I was very close with my parents, but at sixteen or twenty I wasn’t as interested in all the details of what my sleeping patterns were the first year of my life. There are so many times I wish I could ask them how I was at this age, or how did they handle me when I acted like this.” And she half-joked, “They did a decent job with me. So how did they do it?!”


How did they do it? What stopped our tempter tantrums? How exactly did our parents parent us when we were young? We wonder because the information might help us understand our children’s behavior and better gauge their physical and emotional maturity.


When Lexi turned three, she started to stutter. She was unfazed, but Mark and I were worried and heartbroken. It was painful hearing our daughter stumble over the simplest words. For me, what made it worse was that as a child I also stuttered and I had no recollection of how my parents helped me. Did they take the “wait and see” approach as Lexi’s pediatrician recommended? Or did they whisk me off to a speech therapist for immediate intervention? Whatever they did, it worked. Mark and I ended up choosing the aggressive line of attack, and Lexi stopped stuttering almost instantly. Perhaps we would have reached the same conclusion if my parents had been alive, but the scare would have been easier to handle if they’d been there to help us along.


Jeff Gelman, a clean-cut writing teacher at a small private high school, says that if he knew more about his childhood it would have helped him manage his son, David’s, sensory issues. As a baby, David never liked to be put down and always needed to be in motion. He couldn’t tolerate loud noises or how certain textures felt on his skin. From birth to age three, David saw specialists for speech, OT, and PT. Jeff remembers having similar issues when he was small.


I first met Jeff when I interviewed him for Always Too Soon. He, along with his wife and two young sons, lives in a handsome old house in Pennsylvania and is the only person I chose to reinterview. Jeff wasn’t a father when we first spoke, and I wanted to find out, now that he is, what affects him most about being a parentless parent. “It certainly would have been nice to have my parents there saying, ‘Don’t worry, Jeff. We went through this with you. You didn’t like wearing certain kinds of clothes and you didn’t like wearing turtlenecks because they felt funny on your skin.’ It would have helped having my parents to talk to about all these problems.” But those avenues for advice were permanently closed when a drunk driver killed his parents when he was fourteen.


Parentless parents could read every book and article ever written about parenting, and not one sentence would answer the question we really want to know: “Was I like that, too?”


Absent Cheerleaders


The isolation parentless parents experience sometimes feels inescapable. It is often the poisonous current that runs through our most exhilarating moments and transforms them into painful reminders of our parents’ absence. That sense of loneliness that made me sulk under the covers after having Lexi also chipped away at Hilari Graff’s happiness during her pregnancies. “Every step of the way was bittersweet because I couldn’t share these experiences with my parents,” she said that day in her bustling home. And what about the moment Tarah Epstein Baiman, a thirty-six-year-old mom near Philadelphia, found out she was pregnant? That special time, even more meaningful after an earlier miscarriage, quickly became tarnished, too. “I remember that feeling, who am I going to tell? Who’s going to be that phone call?”


Fathers also feel this pull. Psychologist Dr. Brad Sachs, author of numerous books on children and families and founder and director of the Father Center, says a man who has lost his parents faces a specific kind of loss when he has children. “What he’ll miss is that sense of continuity, his desire to proudly show off this new generation to his father, and to earn his father’s blessing. That’s what he’ll be deprived of. That’s when he’ll feel the emptiness.”


The need to connect with our parents doesn’t end when our children grow out of babyhood. Tarah Epstein Baiman says what she misses now is the validation that she’s getting the toddler phase right. As illustration, she told me about an incident that happened just a few days before we met. She and a girlfriend had finished eating lunch and were saying good-bye outside the restaurant. While they talked, Tarah held her son, Jesse, on her hip. Out of nowhere, Jesse got impatient and wanted to leave. Tarah told him to hang on a few more minutes and he smacked her in the face. “At that moment,” she reflected, “I thought to myself, I don’t know what to do right now. There were people watching me. Like they were thinking, Oh, how could he have just hit you? What a spoiled child.” Not knowing how to react, her mind spun with options. “Should I put him in a time-out right there on the street? Do nothing and ignore it? There are moments like that when I would have liked to have picked up the phone and asked my parents, ‘What should I have done?’ ” Tarah, it turns out, did nothing.


The fact that Tarah feels insecure, and did throughout her pregnancy and toddler phase, is striking to me. Tarah is an über-confident woman who, after losing both her parents before turning sixteen, went on to finish high school, then college, earn a master’s degree from Harvard, and become the founder of the Orphan Society of America—a nonprofit organization dedicated to helping children left parentless by violence. Creating OSA was important to Tarah because she knew from personal experience just how vital it is for these particular children not to fall through society’s cracks. She was one of them.


Tarah’s parents divorced when she was five, and years later her mother was murdered by the man she’d been dating. Tarah’s father, whom Tarah had been living with at the time, died less than two years later from diabetes. She went on to live with her uncle and then her grandparents. None of this made Tarah play the victim. Instead, she grew into an independent and self-assured woman. The fact that she feels less than capable as a mother, and craves the kind of feedback she’s been without for more than half her life, seems entirely out of character. Her explanation is simple: While every parent has to figure out how to be a parent for him- or herself, parentless parents don’t ever receive that all-important parental pat on the back. That specific kind of reassurance is irreplaceable. Parentless parents suffer what I call Generational Silence.


Generational Silence is especially loud every time we want to share a milestone with our parents. We want our parents to applaud our children’s first steps and cheer at their preschool graduations. A father of three says he misses that now more than anything. “These years are great. They’re really cute and they’re learning every day—and the things that come out of their mouths! Everything they’re saying would be really fun to share with my parents.” What we’re missing is our parents’ seemingly inexhaustible interest in our lives—and the lives of our children.


Without your parents, there are simply fewer people to unapologetically brag to about your children. In a New York City focus group one parent said, “That sounds like such a little thing, but it’s such a big thing. Because you can’t call your friends and say, ‘My daughter just stood up,’ because their kid may not have stood up. And they don’t care because they’re going through the same thing at the same time. ‘So she stood up? Big deal.’ ”


Too Few Babysitters


Statistics show that adult orphans seem to have less child-care support than other parents. Indeed, nearly 60 percent20 of parents who took the Parentless Parents Survey said they didn’t have enough support during their children’s early years. Government figures help explain why they might feel this way.


Historically, according to research conducted by the U.S. Census Bureau, grandparents have always been the number one child-care providers for working moms with very young children in this country. The latest analysis conducted by the agency, so new that when I spoke with census family demographer Lynda Laughlin, her detailed report hadn’t yet been released to the public, illustrates that grandparents are caregivers21 to more children than day-care centers and nursery schools combined. Her data also show22 that this reliance on grandparents is inching higher over time.


AARP has done its own investigation into how much time grandparents spend with grandchildren. According to the association’s two most recent studies on grandparenting, 82 percent of respondents23 reported seeing a grandchild in the past month, while 68 percent indicated24 they saw a grandchild every one or two weeks. In another study, AARP concluded that the number of households consisting of children, parents, and grandparents is also growing. In 2000, approximately25 780,000 households had these three generations under one roof. That number rose to an estimated 1.13 million households by 2009. This multigenerational arrangement doesn’t just benefit children. The direct contact between grandparent and grandchild also helps parents, who gain an incalculable amount of psychic and physical support.


Lacking the same assistance, it’s not surprising that in response to every question26 in the Parentless Parents Survey regarding pregnancy, childbirth, emotions about children entering school, and celebrating important milestones, respondents of every age reported feeling more isolated than supported. A staggering 79 percent27 indicated feeling alone sometimes or a lot of the time after their first child was born. Irene Rubaum-Keller, a psychotherapist in private practice for more than twenty years and leader of the Los Angeles chapter of Motherless Daughters, says even among women who’ve lost one parent, “the biggest theme I’ve seen is a supreme loneliness. Just this feeling of being completely on your own and having no help.”


Fred Greene, a father of two grown boys living outside San Francisco, says not being able to get away when his sons were young is what made him most envious of other parents. “We never had anybody that we could say, ‘We need a break. Can you take the kids for the weekend?’ ” Julie Hallman, the mom in Florida, says she got the help she needed mostly by hiring babysitters. “If I had a mother, she would have been there to help me,” Julie stated that sunny afternoon in her office. She quickly acknowledged, however, “I didn’t ask anybody either. It felt like an imposition.”
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“An important look at how the lack of
grandparents affects families. Parentless parents
know this, deeply. Now everyone else can, too."

—Hope Edelman, New York Times bestselling
author of Motherless Daughters and Motherless Mothers
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